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Managing Youth Transitions in the Network Society
PETER KELLY, Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences, University of Queensland, Australia
JANE KENWAY, School of Education, University of South Australia, Australia
ABSTRACT Castells argues that society is being reconstituted according to the global logic of networks.
This paper discusses the ways in which a globalised network logic transforms the nature of young people’s
transitions from school to work. Furthermore, the paper explores the ways in which this network logic
restructures the manner in which youth transitions are managed via the emergence of a Vocational
Education and Training (VET) agenda in Australian post compulsory secondary schooling. It also notes
the implications of the emergence of the ‘network society’ for locality generally and for selected localities
specic to the research upon which this paper is based. It suggests that schools represent nodes in a range
of VET and other networks, and shows how schools and other agencies in particular localities mobilise
their expertise to construct such networks. These networks are networked, funded and regulated at various
levels—regionally, nationally and globally. But, they are also facilitated by personal networking
opportunities and capacities. The paper also points to the ways in which the ‘reexivity chances’ of young
people are shaped by this network logic—a situation that generates new forms of responsibility, for schools
and teachers, with regard to the management of youth transitions.
Introduction
Manuel Castells argues that
as an historical trend, dominant functions and processes in the information age
are increasingly organized around networks. (1996, p. 469)
Our purpose in this paper is to explore the ways in which Castells’ thesis might usefully
inform an analysis of the restructuring of youth transitions from childhood to adulthood,
and from school to work. In this paper, this form of analysis takes as its object the ways
in which a Vocational Education and Training (VET) agenda in post compulsory
secondary schooling (PCSS) in Australian schools emerges as an attempt to manage
young people’s transitions from school to work. We will argue that the emergence of a
network logic restructures the very idea of youth transitions and, furthermore, informs
attempts to manage aspects of these transitions via VET in PCSS. We further argue that
the work of Castells, and other sociologists and geographers of the contemporary era, can
provide a number of insights across various levels of analysis as we examine the ways in
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which a network logic restructures aspects of the social, institutional, economic and
cultural contexts that structure young people’s ‘transitions’ [1]. This paper will draw from
an empirical study of different localities, schools and young people that explored the ways
in which selected Australian localities are being restructured by and are restructuring
themselves according to the logic of global networks. Here, the paper will point to the
consequences of this restructuring for young people’s ‘pathways’ into training and
employment. Second, it will analyse the ways in which a network logic manifests itself
in the structuring of VET in various schools and localities. Third, it will examine the
ways in which various ‘responsible’ adults are positioned in these networks as they attempt
to manage young people’s transitions from school to work and childhood to adulthood.
We argue that the restructuring of the social context of youth transitions via the logic
of networks provokes new forms of responsibility for schools and teachers. This
restructuring also requires a different form of thinking about youth transitions and the
social contexts in which these transitions occur. The framework we borrow from Castells
and others provides one means of pursuing this rethinking.
VET in PCSS
This paper draws on a 3-year research project examining the emergence of a VET
agenda in Australia’s post compulsory secondary schooling sector. The study understood
this agenda as emerging in changing economic, technological and institutional contexts
with particular consequences for issues of social difference and inequality (Kenway &
Kelly, 2000). This study was conducted in 12 schools in two states of Australia and in
several different types of local labour market, all of which have been reconstituted in one
way or another as a result of changes in global markets, transnational business practices,
the globalisation of the market meta-narrative, and the privatisation and down-sizing of
the provision of state services. The localities under review include urban industrial areas,
provincial industrial settings, and agricultural/tourist rural areas. While the processes we
describe and analyse have a particular application to the Australian context, we suggest
that these processes of restructuring, and the consequences for the management of youth
transitions, have resonances in other regional and national contexts that are transformed
by the logic of global networks.
Through an examination of various aspects of localities (labour markets, local
government policies, local information and communication networks), the research
project studied the schools’ and the local workplaces’ reconstruction of themselves as
suppliers of various forms of vocational education. Via a series of interviews with
students, teachers and VET stakeholders in various businesses, community agencies and
government departments, the study identi ed adults’ methods of managing the risks that
students now confront. We further explored students’ reconstructions of themselves as
worker/citizens in uncertain local and regional labour markets reconstructed via pro-
cesses of globalisation. In addition, we gathered print and world wide web (WWW) based
resources from these settings, and these materials also informed our understanding of the
processes shaping the VET options of young people in these various localities. The male
and female students of this study come from different socio-cultural backgrounds but
many are in localities that offer them a particularly risky employment future. In the
following pages, the individuals, schools and the companies are anonymised but the
localities are not. Our data suggests that Castells’ (1996) arguments have merit and can
assist in understanding the problems and possibilities for the management of youth
transitions that are provoked by contemporary VET in schools programmes. Various
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data are employed in the following pages to assist us to develop this argument. We do
not, however, seek to offer a comprehensive account of particular VET programmes and
curricula that have emerged in Australian schools.
The Network Society, Youth Transitions and VET
The work of Manuel Castells (1996), Scott Lash and John Urry (1994), Anthony Giddens
(1990, 1991, 1994), and Doreen Massey (1984, 1994) is particularly useful in understand-
ing the signi cance of networks in structuring VET pathways for young people and the
local, national and global contexts in which these gender, class, and ethnically shaped
networks emerge. We draw on this literature to add a sociological and global dimension
to understandings of how VET emerges in PCSS as an attempt to manage youth
transitions in increasingly globalised contexts.
Castells (1996), whose work is situated in the debate about the nature and conse-
quences of contemporary processes of globalisation, argues that a new form of global
society is emerging in which ‘dominant functions are organized in networks’ correspond-
ing to a ‘space of  ows that links them up around the world’. At the same time, this
increasingly globalised space of  ows tends to disperse ‘subordinate functions, and
people, in the multiple space of places, made up of locales increasingly segregated and
disconnected from each other’ (p. 476).
In Castell’s terms, networks are ‘highly dynamic’, ‘open structures’ that have a
capacity to ‘expand without limits’. Networked structures are capable of integrating ‘new
nodes as long as they are able to communicate within the network, namely as long as
they share the same communication codes (for example, values or performance goals)’.
A society structured by a network logic is an ‘open system, susceptible to innovating
without threatening its balance’. Castells argues that networks increasingly provide the
architecture for social relations. In this sense, ‘the diffusion of networking logic substan-
tially modi es the operation and outcomes in processes of production, experience, power
and culture’ (1996, pp. 469–470).
Lash and Urry’s (1994) examination of contemporary processes that are transforming
local, national and global settings emphasises the consequences of globalising ‘economies
of signs and space’ in which objects and subjects are ‘amazingly mobile’. This mobility,
understood in terms of ‘ ows’, is, under these conditions, both ‘structured and structur-
ing’ (p. 3). They point to a vast expansion in transnational practices and  ows of ‘capital,
money, goods, services, people, information, technologies, policies, ideas, images and
regulations’ (p. 280). Lash and Urry argue that, as a consequence of the globalisation of
these networked  ows, a ‘range of different kinds of socio-spatial entities are emerging
which are not nation-state societies of the north Atlantic sort’ (p. 281). The development
of truly interconnected global cities is one example of these emerging entities. Global
cities such as New York, London, Tokyo and Sydney are the ‘new homelands’ of
‘cosmopolitan subjects’ who may exhibit little of the older attachments to the nation, as
a shared community of fate. These ‘re exivity winners’ in the transformed world of
transnational  ows might, instead, identify with ‘neo-worlds’ such as; ‘the art world, the
 nancial world, the drug world, the advertising world, as well as the academic world’
(Lash & Urry, 1994, p. 323).
In the ‘network society’, the ‘double’ of cosmopolitanism is indicated by the emergence
of, and indeed an increase in, large populations of ‘re exivity losers’ occupying extensive
‘wild zones’ in these transformed spaces. Lash and Urry (1994, pp. 324–326) and Lash
(1994, pp. 127–135) characterise these ‘wild zones’ in terms of a decit of forms of
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regulation, and the ‘ ight’ to the ‘tame zones’ by those with the capacities to do so. These
‘tame zones’ are marked by levels of cultural and economic security, and by an ability
to, more or less successfully, secure the borders of these zones (Kelly, 1999). Within these
emerging spaces, the winners and losers from these transformed  ows may exist in close
physical proximity but remain discursively and materially disconnected from each other.
There is evidence of an emerging ‘patchwork’ of ‘enormous social and spatial inequali-
ties, of ungovernable wild zones next to highly disciplined tame zones’. This patchwork
of inequality indicates a situation in which these transnational  ows result in ‘an absence
of a national context for policy’ (Lash & Urry, 1994, p. 325). As we have argued
elsewhere, VET in schools emerges as a speci c instance of governmental programmes
that attempt to manage young people’s transitions from school to work, and from
childhood to adulthood in contexts marked by uncertainty and risk—to the nation, the
locality and the self (Kelly, 1999). In this emergent form of the social, Castells (1996)
argues that ‘societies are increasingly structured around a bipolar opposition between the
Net and the Self’. Within the globalised space of  ows, the capacity to ‘selectively switch
on and off individuals, groups, regions and even countries’ is exercised on the basis of
‘rationalised, strategic decision making’ (p. 3).
The labour-market shifts associated with the emergence of a globalising Network
Society include processes that restructure the demand for labour-intensive manufacturing
and service jobs, and result in  exibility agendas, declining core and expanding
peripheral workforces, and increased casualisation. Collectively, these processes have
rendered youth transitions into paid work uncertain and risky. We can argue that
transitions from school to work, and childhood to adulthood were, in a less ‘re exive
modernity’ (Giddens, 1990), relatively simple processes to manage for large populations
of young people (Freeland, 1996; Sweet, 1998). As these transitions have become more
problematic, the need to more rationally manage them has intensi ed. At the same time,
the policies and practices for managing and regulating them have themselves become
problematic. Indeed, under current circumstances, the very idea that Youth is a
transitional process and phase of life has been destabilised. Yet, this idea remains as a
powerful governmental truth. Associated with this truth is another—the truth of Youth
at-risk. This truth has historically been applied to young people from disadvantaged
backgrounds, only they were constructed as being at risk of not effecting a secure
transition to paid work. Now, however, this truth becomes problematic as the structural
character of youth unemployment and under-employment becomes evident. These truths and
the uncertainties that motivate them have led to the mobilisation of a wide range of
expertise in assorted attempts to govern the risks of previously stable processes of
transition. The emergence of a VET in schools policy agenda is one outcome of the
changing nature of Youth transitions (Kelly, 1999).
VET in schools policies are an attempt to recon gure the practices that regulate youth
transitions in the spaces transformed by the logic of networks. Within the policy complex
that has emerged to manage the uncertainties of youth transitions, VET is meant to
provide pathways between schooling, training and employment. Kenway et al. (1997)
highlight certain aspects of what is developing as a complex domain of expertise that
takes youth transitions as its object. They trace the emergence of a VET agenda in
Australian PCSS via the reports of the Finn, Mayer and Carmichael committees of the
early 1990s. These reports focused, in part, on the need for a convergence between
so-called general and vocational education. A further concern was to develop techniques
(such as competency-based learning and assessment) that could facilitate ‘an alignment
of post-compulsory schooling, structured training and demonstrated work skills’ (pp. 4–5).
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Further, as Kenway (1999) shows, the market motif has also assumed a prominent place
in the Commonwealth government’s approaches to VET policies and practices. These
governmental concerns have been made concrete at both Commonwealth and State
government levels via the activities of various centres of expertise. These centres include
the Commonwealth Department of Education Training and Youth Affairs, the Aus-
tralian National Training Authority, State government Ministries of School Education
and Of ces of Technical and Further Education, Institutes of Technical and Further
Education (TAFEs), schools and private training providers. The curriculum and accred-
itation techniques they have mobilised include New Apprenticeships, Traineeships,
Australian Vocational Certi cates, Dual Recognition and Accreditation programs, and
Industry and Enterprise Education Units in the school curriculum (Tregenza et al., 1997).
In some respects, the detail of these policy developments are important in so far as such
detail illustrates the particularities of local and national responses to globalising processes.
At another level, the detail of the Australian context is less important when our purpose
is to analyse the ways in which the logic of globalising networks render problematic the
nature and management of youth transitions.
In the remainder of this paper, we will examine the emergence of a patchwork of
options, opportunities and pathways that profoundly, and unequally, structure the
transitions of different populations of young people within this policy complex. We will
show how this patchwork has been structured by the logic of the Network Society. These
structuring processes also provoke those who manage Youth transitions to also mobilise
this logic. In the following section, we explore the increasingly global networking of
localities and identify certain consequences for young people’s VET options in settings
that are differently transformed by these global networks. This analysis of the restructur-
ing of localities is important where VET in PCSS emerges as a means of managing the
uncertainties of youth transitions.
Localities in World-Wide Nets
Both Giddens (1990) and Massey (1994) provide some useful ways of thinking about the
nature of place in networked global spaces, and the social relations that shape and are
shaped in these localities. Giddens (1990) has suggested that ‘place becomes increasingly
phantasmagoric’ as a consequence of processes of globalisation. Importantly, Giddens
argues that place still matters but it becomes more ‘thoroughly penetrated by and shaped
in terms of social in uences quite distant’ from it (p. 19, original emphasis). In these
settings, the potential ‘modes of connection between different social contexts or regions
become networked’ on a truly global scale (p. 64). Massey’s (1994) work enables us to
situate our analysis of the signi cance of place and social relations for the constitution of
VET pathways in the context of what has been termed the ‘locality debate’. Her work
is situated in a debate about the theoretical, political and social usefulness of ‘locality
studies’ in a globalising context. From a position that argues for the ef cacy of such
studies, Massey (1994) suggests that places can be understood as ‘particular moments’ in
the ‘articulation of social relations which necessarily have a spatial form in their
interactions with one another’ (p. 120). Places can be characterised by the ‘nets’ of social
relations, ‘which have over time been constructed, laid down, interacted with one
another, decayed and renewed’. Moreover, ‘[s]ome of these relations will be, as it were,
contained within the place; others will stretch beyond it, tying any particular locality into
wider relations and processes in which other places are implicated’ (p. 120).
In this study, these processes of local restructuring via the logic of networks are
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illustrated in a range of documents and resources produced by Local, State and
Commonweath Government agencies and departments. The Geelong Region Economic
Indicators Bulletin (GRIEB), for example, is an annual publication of the City of Greater
Geelong (1996–97) in the state of Victoria, where two of our research schools are located.
The GREIB refers to Geelong’s history ‘as one of Australia’s leading industrial centres’.
It also points to the continued signi cance of manufacturing to the regional economy:
‘The Region is home to 470 manufacturing establishments who generate a combined
annual turnover of $5 billion. Local industry is supported by a highly skilled and
productive workforce of 80,000 persons, 18% of which are employed in the manufactur-
ing sector’. This manufacturing and industrial activity ‘is supported by a highly
developed network of over 530 professional and technical support agencies’. Geelong’s
natural location ‘has lead to the Region developing as a transport hub for the region with
excellent road and rail services, an international deep water port and air freight
infrastructure, linking the region with local, interstate and overseas markets’.
This network logic is also evident in material produced by various Local Government
Authorities (LGAs) in Melbourne’s western suburbs, where another two of our research
schools are located. The Western Region Economic Development Organisation
(WREDO), a consortium of government and business organisations, describes in Best
Environment, Best People, Best Future this region of Melbourne thus: ‘The engine room
for Melbourne’s industrial wealth was centred to the west of the CBD [central business
district]. The western suburbs became a haven for Australia’s migrant population,
developing a strong sense of working-class culture’. However, processes of global
restructuring over the past three decades has seen the ‘decline of many of the industries
vital to the survival of Melbourne’s industrial heartland. Unemployment became a
problem and the population of this previously vibrant area began to become economi-
cally marginalised’. WREDO, which was established in 1995 as a ‘facilitator of change’,
sees its role as promoting ‘the region’s competitive bene ts of world class infrastructure
(Australia’s best port, best road system and best airport) within a dynamic, multi-cultural
living environment’.
In this context of regional restructuring via the logic of global networks, the city of
Maribyrnong in Melbourne’s western suburbs argues that the city ‘has the best accessi-
bility to road, rail and sea transport in Melbourne. It is 5 minutes from Melbourne’s
ports and national rail freight centre. It is 10 minutes from the Central Business District.
It is 15 minutes from Melbourne Airport. It has quick and easy access by road and rail
to all parts of Victoria’ (Maribyrnong city council, 1996–97).
There is a strong sense here that LGAs, which see their ‘core business’ as promoting
‘economic development and population growth’, are attempting to position regional
economies within networks that are connected regionally, nationally and globally. As
McKinsey & Company (1994) indicate, this network sensibility is widespread, and logical.
If LGAs promote the region for its manufacturing industrial base, then they also have to
be able to demonstrate its connections to transport networks that can move manufac-
tured products. In the context of a decline in manufacturing employment in these ‘rust
belt’ areas, this is an attempt to reposition these localities as industrial zones that have
access to global transport networks (for export/import activities), and that compare
favourably with other industrial zones in global manufacturing economies/markets.
Let us now offer a detailed example of the ways in which a network logic transforms
the processes of ‘production, power and culture’ (Castells, 1996) in a rural locality, and
the consequences this has for young people’s VET options (for another example, see
Kenway et al. (2000). We will examine a rural setting that is largely dependent on the
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dairy industry. In this locality, a small Technical School with declining enrolments and
a small Year 11 and 12 cohort has attempted to meet the VET needs of a small number
of students in an area with limited work placement and employment opportunities. The
small rural town in which this school is located is, according to the school’s 1996 Annual
Report, ‘relatively isolated’. This report indicates that: ‘Over 80% of students travel to
the school via contract bus services. Students have limited access to the type of
infrastructure normally enjoyed by students in larger settings. For example, there are no
large public libraries nor any public transport facilities’.
The locality is de ned primarily by the dominance of dairy industry based economic
activity. This dominance extends also into the social and cultural networks that shape the
experiences and the opportunities that emerge (or fail to materialise) for young people in
this locality. As the school’s Annual Report states: ‘In the main, students are connected
either directly or indirectly to the dairying industry’. Our research shed light on a series
of extensive cross-generational and long-distance family based networks in this locality.
Many of the young people we spoke with have a family history and established networks
connected to the dairy industry that span a number of generations and extend across the
Western District of the State of Victoria. The dairy industry, then, is fundamental to the
economic, social and cultural practices, and relations of this locality.
In the past decade, the dairy industry has gone through a period of expansion, high-tech
transformation and rationalisation. This has involved new production technologies and
products, and processes of rationalisation at the dairy food products company level and
at the farm level. As a result, we see larger farms, larger herds, new milking technologies,
and new herd gene technologies, all of which have increased farm output. A movement
into global food product markets has also driven this industry restructuring. These
processes, energised largely by a global market logic, have a number of negative
consequences for young peoples’ VET and employment opportunities in this locality—
even as they increase levels of farm income.
The dairy industry in this locality is dominated by one dairy food products company.
Western region operations of this company have the capacity to process 2.5–3 million
litres of milk per day. In a global food products market, these facilities are in competition
with other producers—some with much greater capacity. For instance, New Zealand
‘mega sites’ have the capacity to process 13 million litres per day. There is a seasonal
variation in milk production that impacts on the production capacity of the company’s
three facilities in the western region. This seasonal variation can be from 1 to 4 million
litres per day. At the factory in this town, this variation can see the number of production
employees range from 180 in winter to 270 in spring.
The present structure of the company dates from 1986, when a number of regional
dairy farmer co-operatives and a dairy marketer merged to form a entity with the
capacity to be a major player in the emerging global dairy food products market.
According to the company’s WWW site: ‘The formation of one large,  nancially strong
dairy company has bene tted customers, shareholders, suppliers and employees through
improved marketing and distribution, reduced operating costs and increased product
development’.
As a result of this merger and the process of corporatisation, many of the management
functions formerly sited in the towns where these co-operatives were located, including
the small town we are discussing here, have been transferred to a new corporate
headquarters in Melbourne, Victoria. Group operations still site some management
functions in these rural towns but, in terms of a company network, these functions are
subordinate to management teams and functions in Melbourne. The locality and local
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [ 
] a
t 1
8:1
4 0
2 O
cto
be
r 2
01
1 
26 P. Kelly & J. Kenway
interests are still important in these processes but they have become subordinate to the
larger interests of the company in global markets and networks. This has meant
rationalising operations in ways that consolidate some processes and functions in one
centre and downsize them in another.
These processes of rationalisation have had a number of consequences for employment
opportunities and practices during this time of expansion. These consequences have
direct and profound impacts on the VET and employment options that emerge for
young people in this locality. Automated, high-technology production processes impact
on labour-force size, labour-force skill requirements and labour hire practices. Company
sources argue that high-tech production processes, Occupational Health and Safety
issues and food quality concerns have transformed the nature of ‘factory work’. While the
nature of factory work, and the skills and capacities required to perform this work, have
been transformed, there still exists in this location a widespread community perception
that, as a ‘last resort’ people can always get a job at the milk factory. Our sources
indicated that this is no longer the case. The company sources we interviewed stressed
that a reduced need for factory workers, an exposure of the company to global
competition, a commitment to gaining and maintaining accreditation via International
Quality Standards and the numbers of unemployed people in the region meant that the
company had not only to be ‘choosy’ in who it employed, it ‘could be choosy’. In this
context, it was argued that it was the quality of the employees that will provide
companies with a competitive edge in the future as production technologies became
standard throughout the industry.
Completion of Year 12 or equivalent is currently a pre-requisite for all new employees.
Company sources argued that high-tech production processes involve a shift to a more
conceptual form of thinking. They identi ed this shift as being from a manual manipu-
lation of valves and levers to the computer control of production processes. These sources
also claimed that the latter differs from the former in the order of conceptual thinking
required to complete the task. A requirement for ‘higher skills’ results in ‘bench marks
being raised’. Year 12 or its equivalent is seen as indicating particular levels of numeracy
and literacy considered necessary for advancement within the factory work hierarchy.
The factory site is across the road from the technical school and dominates the western
entrance to the town. Its presence looms large physically, economically and culturally on
the school and town’s horizons. Yet, as a consequence of these processes of high-tech
restructuring and rationalisation of the Dairy Foods products industry, students from the
technical school have no opportunities for VET workplacements at this site, and fewer
opportunities for a post-school transition ‘across the road’ and into employment. Indeed,
our research suggests that, in recent times, there has been little contact or communi-
cation between the two major institutions in this town. At the same time as they exist in
close physical proximity to each other, the school and the factory exist as separate nodes
in separate networks with separate ‘communication codes’ (Castells, 1996).
For Castells (1996), the possibility for interaction between social positions in a network
society depends on whether these positions are nodes in the same network. Material and
discursive relations between social positions are determined by inclusion within and
exclusion from particular networks. These relationships of inclusion and exclusion
constitute the ‘critical sources of domination and change’ in the network society (pp.
469–470). Within the logic of the network society, the predominance of ‘timeless’ and
‘placeless’ global  ows results in the development of a ‘meta-network’ with the capacity
to turn off ‘nonessential functions, subordinate social groups, and devalued territories’.
This dominance of  ows over places has the potential to create ‘in nite social distance’
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Youth Transitions in the Network Society 27
between people and places that may, indeed, exist in close physical proximity to each
other (p. 477). Of course, because of its social nature, this distance has the potential to
be bridged. However, this potential, as Castells argues, is determined by a capacity to
develop communication codes that connect diverse material and discursive spaces. In this
particular rural example, we witness the consequences of an inability to build these
connections—or, indeed, a lack of some sense (by the Dairy Products Company) that
there was a need for such connections. As a consequence, young people’s training and
subsequent paid work opportunities in their home locality are hollowed out. A ‘patch-
work of inequality’ emerges as many young people move to the cities, where they believe
the work opportunities are but where, of course, similar patchworks exist.
In the following section, we will analyse the ways in which a network logic manifests
itself in VET programmes in various schools and localities. We will show how this logic
potentially transforms the nature of the school itself and the role of the teacher—as
agencies and agents who are made partly responsible for bridging the material and
discursive distances between those various networks that transform the nature of youth
transitions.
Schools as Nodes in Networks
A network can be thought of as a ‘set of interconnected nodes’ (Castells, 1996, p. 470).
For instance, stock exchange markets and associated  nancial service centres are nodes
in the network of global  nancial  ows. Schools also are nodes in various networks that
traditionally have been largely structured through educational systems, practices and
discourses. However, in a network society, schools are compelled to enhance their
position in a wider range of networks, and to develop and adopt ‘communication codes’
that will permit access to new networks. This is particularly so in the case of VET in
order for schools to deliver on the promise that VET can construct transitional pathways
for young people. Here, schools emerge with new responsibilities to network in order to
bridge the discursive and material distances that may block these pathways. Our research
indicates that these responsibilities, and the capacities of different schools, teachers and
students in different localities to meet these responsibilities, have a marked in uence on
the VET opportunities that emerge for different groups of young people.
Networks of all sorts play an important role in facilitating work placement opportuni-
ties in VET programmes. In Australia, VET in PCSS has generated a growing need for
student work placements in a variety of work settings in order to ful l VET requirements
for assessable, structured workplace learning. Again, the detail of the Australian example
is less important if our concern is to examine processes that create new responsibilities
for schools to network in order to manage youth transitions. The problem of networking
in order to  nd appropriate work placements for students was discussed in many
interviews with school VET personnel. Take the example of Julie, a VET Co-ordinator
at a Catholic Secondary College for girls in Melbourne’s Western suburbs (for other
examples, see Willis & McClelland, 1997). Here, Julie responds to comments about the
increasingly entrepreneurial role of VET coordinators and expresses her concern that
Catholic schools will be excluded from certain networks vital to the management of VET
opportunities for her students:
One thing that the government did keep in the Budget is the funding for one
hundred or two hundred workplace co-ordinators or something across the
country. I’m not sure what that will mean exactly on the ground. Different
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people I know from other networks have been going to the meetings, though
they seem to be from state schools. What the Catholic involvement in that is
I don’t know, but, if it’s federal money, we should be able to tack in, or if
there’s a Western suburbs network we should be able to be part of it.
I think that sort of networking is the way to go. Business isn’t going to respond
if you’ve got ten people knocking on their door saying ‘can you give me work
placements?’. If you’ve got one person knocking on their door saying ‘I’m
representing ten schools’, I think that that’s a more logical way to go. If it’s
coordinated then, the kids are coming at common goals and common expecta-
tions, common paper work, that whole sort of thing.
The rationalisation, within a network logic, of the provision of work placements in
different localities is evident in the provision of seed funding by Australian Common-
wealth and State Governments, for a range of industry and education partnerships.
These partnerships have as their purpose the rationalisation of work placements in order
to ful l the work place learning aspects of particular VET programs. In the state of
Victoria, a number of these Partnerships have been auspiced through regional of ces of
the Department of Education. In addition, a number of Commonwealth Government
agencies have provided funding to programs based in TAFE environments. These
programmes have a responsibility to establish networks that can bring together various
stakeholders and facilitate a rationalised approach to the planning and implementation
of work place learning opportunities.
In the Geelong locality, we participated as members of one such group. In this
Regional Vocational Education Committee, we were involved in processes that demon-
strated the ways in which this network logic structures the rationalisation of work
placements in various school-based VET programs. Membership of the committee
included representatives from the local TAFE College, Trades Hall Council, employer
organisations, Department of Education of cials, Careers and VET Co-ordinators,
teachers, school principals, private training providers and a large multi-national manu-
facturing company involved in a traineeship programme. This network, and the
connections to different networks that participants brought with them, also worked to
determine the provision of VET programmes in schools in this region. Also evident in
this setting were the differing capacities of individuals to network in a space that was
structured by communication codes that were different from those in more familiar
networks. (These more personal aspects of networking will be discussed in the  nal
section.) It was clear that those members of the committee who primarily employed an
educational discourse did not necessarily share the values or performance goals of other
participants. These teachers and principals had to adopt and adapt or their schools ran
the risk of being segregated and disconnected from the networks that matter in this
context.
These networks take on added signi cance in rural and urban/industrial localities
where employment opportunities are restricted. Work placement opportunities often lead
to more permanent employment with the provider or with other providers in the same
industry. The Principal and Vice Principal of the rural technical school discussed earlier
indicated, in a number of discussions, the importance of the ability to access work
placement opportunities in a locality where such opportunities are scarce. For a period
of time at this school, these opportunities were generated by the capacity of Donna, the
school’s female careers teacher, to build networks that extended beyond the locality.
Principal: Work placements are obviously necessary across all those other
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VET programs … Like kids in Year 11 do a full week in
Melbourne of work experience and will continue to do so I would
hope. The big task is actually setting it up initially.
Vice principal: Once the contact was made in Melbourne and employers were
happy with the numbers of our students that were there, they
were happy then to re-engage others in following years. It was
a huge task and again it was primarily through Donna. Donna
would constantly ask, ‘Does anybody know anybody that works
in an accounting  rm in Melbourne’. Now she does have a great
network of people who are just prepared to continue to employ
which is really good. And lots of kids have found jobs directly
out of it, being employed straight away,  nish Year 11 and
you’ve got a job and again there’s two or three in the last lot.
Donna’s capacity to network opened up a range of opportunities for students. When she
left the school during our project, her replacement, according to sources in the school,
struggled to maintain the connections that she had made.
For Lash (1994), life chances emerge within the logic of networks as being fundamen-
tally structured not by ‘access to productive capital or production structures’, but rather
by ‘access to and place in the new’ Information and Communication (I&C) structures.
These I&C structures consist of ‘the networked channels in which information  ows’, and
the ‘spaces in which the acquisition of information-processing capacities take place’ (p.
121). Production and production relations are still important here but become ‘subordi-
nated’ to the information  ows that structure production, and to the networks structured
by these  ows (Lash, 1994, p. 129).
Information about possible employment and/or the capacities necessary to gain
employment  ows through such networks. These networks (old boy/girl, family, com-
munity) have always been signi cant in industrial modernity. Indeed, it is commonly
understood that they have certain class, race and gender characteristics that have been
fundamental to the structuring of life chances within industrial modernity. However,
under the conditions structured by the diffusion of a network logic, the re exivity chances
of embodied, classed and gendered subjects are increasingly structured by the operations
of these global networks. Furthermore, the construction and the re exive monitoring of
these networks has increasingly become the responsibility of centres of expertise. For
young people, the school, as a centre of expertise, emerges as an important node in these
networks. And whether VET students will become re exivity ‘winners’ or ‘losers’ is
increasingly dependent on the capacity of their schools to make connections to those
networks that can facilitate work placement and employment opportunities. In this sense,
older understandings of community and social networks (capital) are recon gured as
processes that must be rationalised in order to manage young people’s transitions in
settings transformed by a network logic. In the  nal section, we examine the ways in
which teachers are newly positioned by this logic as being responsible for networking
across various settings as they attempt to manage young people’s transitions from school
to work.
Getting Connected and Networking in the Network Society
The network logic transforms aspects of social relations, forms of identity and ideas about
how teachers and schools are responsible for managing youth transitions. By drawing on
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [ 
] a
t 1
8:1
4 0
2 O
cto
be
r 2
01
1 
30 P. Kelly & J. Kenway
the work of Castells, Giddens, Lash, Urry and Massey, we are able to highlight the ways
in which networks are both ‘structured and structuring’ (Lash & Urry, 1994). Data from
many of our research schools indicate the importance of the ability of individuals within
organisations to ‘network’; to actively seek out, establish and maintain connections in the
Network Society. The differing capacities of individual teachers to network, and the
consequences for managing youth transitions of these capacities, brings into sharp relief
the structuring properties of the logic of networks.
The importance of a capacity to network is also indicated by the human frailty of
networks, their need for constant maintenance and their tendency to continual reconsti-
tution. Degrees of maintenance are indicated by the perception that some people and
networks are ‘high’ maintenance. In this sense, to be a ‘people person’ is only part of the art
of networking. In the Network Society, where the logic of networks increasingly provides
the logic for social relations, networks become institutionalised and rationalised. In these
processes of rationalisation, the need for networks to be supported by institutionalised
practices emerges as a major element in the structuring of the ‘re exivity chances’ of
those people caught in the ‘web’ of these networks. In this sense, an increasingly
signi cant element in the management and regulation of the risks associated with young
people’s transitions is the capacity of those charged with managing these transitions
(schools, teachers, youth-centred agencies) to construct and maintain networks that
facilitate these transitions.
Not everyone is a good networker or sees themselves as a networker. In our research,
we came across any number of examples of teachers in schools who were comfortable
or uncomfortable with this requirement to network. We witnessed the differing capacities
of people to move freely and comfortably within theses networked  ows, to generate new
connections across existing networks. Of interest here are the factors that might inhibit
or enhance these capacities, and the impact these factors might have on the VET options
for young people who become dependent on the expertise that constructs these networks.
In one locality, we observed the ways in which two male teachers at two ‘old’ technical
schools assumed the roles of entrepreneurial networkers. Both were seen to have
developed ‘light house’ approaches to VET in schools—even though these approaches
were markedly different. The two teachers moved freely across a range of sites,
establishing business and community contacts that promised to open up and extend VET
opportunities for their schools. Their schools recognised these capacities and were
continually on the look out for funding to continue to provide time release for these men.
Interestingly, in the relatively con ned spaces of this locality, these two networkers were
somewhat antagonistic to each other. They tended to discount the worth of the
programmes offered at their respective schools and to comment rather negatively on the
ways in which each networked to facilitate their different VET programmes. In many
respects, this antagonism is structured by the market form that dominates the restructur-
ing of educational processes within the logic of networks. Indeed, competition—for
students, for funds, for work placements, for recognition—emerges as an important
structuring element in educational processes in the past 20 years (Kenway, 1999).
The logic of the network society tends to provide more spaces in which such personal
interactions can assume levels of importance; not only for those involved, but also for the
young people whose VET opportunities emerge as dependent on the ways in which
networks function. Indeed, this logic produces new ways of identifying people. To be
seen as professional, is to be seen as connected, a people person, a good communicator,
as someone with ‘people skills’. We also spoke with teachers who felt they did not possess
these skills. Julie, the female VET Co-ordinator from the Catholic girls school we
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introduced earlier, discussed her concerns about her ability to network for VET and the
work it involved:
Other parts of that Enterprise West network included ABA [a large local
employer]. I rang somebody there and spoke to the careers of cer, the head
of the place, ‘Oh yes, a fantastic idea, get hold of my community liaison
person’. So I went and saw them last year and they gave me the Motherhood
agreement statements as well. But they were really busy with work experience,
they were really busy with traineeships, they were really busy with every other
labour market program.
I will need to get more stuff ready for them next year, and they will want a
much more de nite idea from us … I think it could turn into something but
it will need a lot more work—from the whole school really.
It’s  nding a person in the company. It’s not  nding David at ABA or Bill at
PBH, you know, someone sitting in an of ce in Collins Street [Melbourne]
saying ‘This is good’. It’s  nding someone in the Human Resources role saying
this is really good and I’ll work with you.
So the whole  otilla of frustration, and then I just  nd other things to do
(laughing) … Like while I’m enjoying it and I can see it’s purposeful and it’s
a really good thing for the kids, I don’t know whether I am the best person to
be doing the job.
While Julie worries about her and her school’s capacities to operate effectively in the
spaces transformed by network logics, she also argues that a network politics does,
indeed, offer the possibility of connections that can transform the ways in which the
school and its students engage with others.
From the school’s side of things, being able to have the time to go to network
meetings and seeing what other schools are doing. That is the basic catalyst for
any change is by looking at what other people are doing. And, if you couldn’t
have access to other models it would be very dif cult to keep on going, just
sitting in your own little world.
Conclusion
Massey’s (1994) argument that we inhabit spaces and places that are constructed via their
connections to other ‘nets’, other spaces and places, means that we can think of places
as ‘not so much bounded areas [but] as open and porous networks of social relations’ (p.
121). To think of places, and identity, in this way
forces us to recognize our interconnectedness, and underscores the fact that
both personal identity and the identity of those envelopes of space-time in
which and between which we move … are constructed precisely through that
interconnectedness. (p. 122)
In this paper, we have argued that the understandings of Castells, Giddens, Lash and
Urry, and Massey of the globalised network society opens up new ways of thinking about
the emergence of VET in schools as a means of managing youth transitions. We have
sketched a number of problems and possibilities that emerge as a consequence of the
transformation of social relations, on the level of the global, the local and the personal,
via the logic of networks. We have suggested that the VET options of young people are
now largely structured by this logic. Indeed, we have argued that young people’s
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transitions are managed and experienced in spaces that are profoundly, and unequally,
transformed by this network logic. In these contexts, we have argued that the logic of the
Network Society structures new forms of responsibility for those agencies and people who
manage youth transitions.
In so doing, our purpose has been to contribute to discussions about the changing
nature of youth transitions and the diverse means by which these transitions might be
managed—a discussion that, in the future, might further explore the ways in which
community and social networks (capital) are transformed by a globalising network logic,
and the consequences these transformations have for young people’s transitions.
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NOTE
[1] We use quotes to signify the problematic nature of Youth transitions in contemporary settings—and Youth
as a concept only makes sense if there is some space of transition from Childhood to Adulthood. The work
of a number of scholars suggests that the transitions from School to Work and from Childhood to
Adulthood have been destabilised. This work implies that the institutions (work, family, education) that
have been responsible for managing the processes of ‘growing up’ are being transformed in the network
society. Furthermore, the possibilities of/for transitions from Childhood to Adulthood are increasingly
dependent on the possibilities that structure transitions from School to Work (for example, Sweet, 1995;
Freeland, 1996; Mac an Ghaill, 1996).
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